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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. & Mrs. X




Ref. No. 211/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	Six-One and Nine O'Clock News
	5 September 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. & Mrs. X's complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality), relates to a report on cervical cancer during the news broadcast at 6 p.m. and 9 p.m. on RTÉ TV1 on 5 September 2006.  They submit that in the course of the report it was alleged that caner of the cervix was a 'sexually transmitted disease' and the clear impression was given this was the only way of contracting this disease.  This was grievously insulting to women suffering from this disease, to the memory of those women who have died from it, to family members especially spouses, children, family and friends etc.  According to CANCERBACUP and official documents of the Mater Private Hospital 'there are many women without (sexual) factors who contract the disease.  This complaint was made a 6.15 p.m. on the 5 September to the news editor in RTÉ.  There was no retraction in the 9 p.m. of the blanket denouncement and the same insult, and general comments were repeated.  The complainant is sure that the woman who appeared on the programme did not know of this.

Reporting that this cancer is a 'sexually transmitted disease' was inaccurate since it is a sexually transmitted virus and later becomes a disease.  This was embarrassing to say the least, since it imputes that the person transmitting the virus was in some way 'diseased' to being with.  RTÉ should have said that the virus was sexually transmitted.  

This is a sensitive issue and in particular, the fact that some women 'blame' themselves needlessly.  RTÉ exacerbated this blame by not saying cervical cancer could also be a 2 partner disease.  This small point without diluting the emphasis of the story could have been informatively made in the context of the importance of regular check ups.

Station Response:

RTÉ submit that the report covered a medical breakthrough in the prevention of cervical cancer.  The item opened with the studio introduction which stated the first vaccine against cervical cancer was now available and that seventy women died each year in Ireland from the disease.  This was followed by a report from RTÉ's Health Correspondent, Fergal Bowers.  The report opened with an interview with a woman who had been diagnosed with cervical cancer.  She had undergone surgery and chemotherapy treatment.  There then followed an account of an international conference in Prague which outlined some details of the medical breakthrough.  During the course of this part of the report Fergal Bowers stated that cervical cancer was a sexually transmitted disease.  

The fact is that cervical cancer is the result of some process that occurs during sexual intercourse.  One of the major discoveries in relation to cervical cancer was that it was caused by a virus, the Human Papillomavirus, of which several strains are responsible for most cases of this cancer.  This is a scientific and medical fact.  You do not have to be promiscuous to get the virus, it is a common sexually transmitted virus (carried by men) that causes this cancer.  This fact has been reported on in the print media and is well-documented in medical and scientific literature.

This was a report on a major scientific breakthrough, the first vaccine for cervical cancer, at the International Papillomavirus Conference attended by top doctors from around the world in Prague.  Even the idea of vaccinating young girls aged around 12 years has provoked some controversy in the US, with opposition from conservative Christian groups and pro-abstinence lobbies, who fear vaccination could encourage promiscuity.  Clearly the subject is sensitive but important too.

The report was factual, included the case of a woman who had the cancer, the experts who have developed this first vaccine against a cancer and a sexually transmitted disease and a medical expert who explained its significance.  The Irish Cancer Society assisted Mr. Bowers in his research and made the point during a recent media briefing that many people are not aware that this cancer is caused by a virus, hence the need for regular screening.  The report was informative, highlighting a significant medical breakthrough and, for some, made them aware for the first time this is a sexually transmitted disease.  There was no suggestion in the report that people who contract cervical cancer have behaved in a promiscuous fashion.  One partner may be sufficient for the disease to be passed on.

RTÉ cannot see how the report fails to be impartial.  The reporter's only concern was to report accurately on the facts behind the disease and the newly developed vaccine.  He was not commenting in any way on people who contract the disease.  

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainants and the broadcaster.  The news report dealt with a medical breakthrough concerning a vaccine for cervical cancer.  The Commission noted that the statement referred to in the complaint could be considered to be inaccurate.  However, this could not determine the question of bias of the broadcast.  The Commission acknowledges the concerns of the complainants and also, the sensitivity of the subject matter of the report.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission must consider the content of the whole report.  On hearing the news item, the Commission is of the opinion that taken in its entirety it was fair.  The main thrust of the report was the medical breakthrough.  The tone was at all times serious and responsible.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this report.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.

BCC Complaint Decisions, Oct 2006

2/2

[image: image1.jpg]